This paper examines some aspects of participation in nature protection and tries to understand how this principle is implemented in Slovenia. The paper briefly outlines the institutional context of Slovene nature protection and examines how participation is positioned within it. The presence of different understandings of the participation principle and different interpretations regarding access to environmental decision making are identified. Key to this divergence seems to be the roles that some groups traditionally had in initiatives for nature protection. An attempt is made to understand if and how participation in the recent reframing of the Triglav National Park founding act has benefited the local community. programmes related to the environment (2003/ 35/EC) (amending the previous 85/337/EEC and
INTRODUCTION
The contention that the local population, and other stakeholder groups, should be involved at some stage in the establishment of a protected area, and in its further planning, is relatively new and is partially connected to critiques addressing conservation-led displacement, natural resource conflict and issues of social justice. These aspects have been thoroughly documented by anthropologists and environmental historians (e.g. Nygren 2000; West et al. 2006) , challenged by social scientists (e.g. Tacconi 2000; Brechin 2002 ) and have more recently entered policy debates. For instance, the Aarhus Convention recognises and grants to the public the right to environmental decision making and access to environmental information and justice. In the context of the European Union, the position that stakeholder groups should be involved in environmental decision making and the framing of nature protection measures can be understood also as a response to recent developments in environmental governance and the related 'participatory turn' in policy making (van den Hove 2006) . The White Paper on Governance identifies public participation as a key principle for good governance (Carter 2006) , and several European directives take this commitment further, such as the Water Framework Directive (2000/60/EC). Other directives are also relevant; those on public access to environmental information (2003/4/EC) and on public participation in certain plans and the 96/61/EC). These documents indicate that actors at different institutional or territorial levels (e.g. local, regional and national) should allow for public participation in the formulation of policy options and assessments that have an environmental impact.
However, while the European directives give a general direction, their more detailed implementation is left to the discretion of the Member States (Krämer 2000) . Consequently, participation in nature protection is implemented and influenced by a number of factors, such as the experience of authorities in engaging with the general public and stakeholder groups; citizens' propensity to participate; traditions of civil engagement; political agendas; and economic interests at stake. Therefore, it can be suggested that, across the Member States, there are many and diverse experiences with participation (CEC 2004) and that, while some authorities responsible for resource management and nature protection are well acquainted with this practice and seem to be successfully applying it, others are struggling and have only recently integrated it into their work.
Therefore, when considering historical and contextual differences between the Member States, and their different experiences with democratic participation, some questions arise, including the following. Do Member States differ in their approach to public participation in nature protection planning? Do Member States from Central and Eastern Europe face different issues as compared to others? What are the experiences of park management authorities in Central and Eastern Europe? What are the issues that park management authorities have to address? And, how does public participation benefit the local community? This paper aims to reflect on some of the above by presenting a Slovene case study and thus to contribute to possible future Europe-wide comparison.
To this end, the next section outlines the scope and meaning of participation. The third section looks at how participation in nature protection is positioned in Slovenia, briefly outlining the Slovene institutional context and locating participation within it. This is followed by a section that introduces the Triglav National Park case study; it looks at perceived engagement for rural well-being and investigates the effects of participation on the local community. This paper concludes with a reflection on participation in nature protection, in the context of a top-down establishment from a past epoch that could be relevant to protected areas in other Central and Eastern European countries.
PARTICIPATION IN NATURE PROTECTION
Participatory approaches can be defined as institutional settings where actors with an interest in an issue, but external to the formal politicoadministrative cycle 'are brought together to participate, more or less directly, and more or less formally, in some stage of the decision-making' (van den Hove 2006: 10) . It is suggested that participatory approaches have the potential to answer to the specific problem-solving requirements found in contemporary environmental issues, given that they are able to touch the dimension of collective responsibility and can increase the legitimacy of decisions (van den Hove 2006 : Keen et al. 2005 . In protected area management, participation can improve people-park collaboration, and contribute to the understanding of local issues and knowledge sharing (Berkes 1998; Millar and Curtis 1999; Nygren 2000; West et al. 2006) .
Participative processes are not immune to criticism. Some point to economic and time issues and unmanageability where large numbers of people are involved (Fishkin and Laslett 2002) , or representation issues (Irvin and Stansbury 2004; Parkins and Mitchell 2005) . Others are sceptical about levels of empowerment, proper participation and the degree to which the public may really influence the policy option being discussed (Bloomfield et al. 2001; Daniels and Walker 1996) .
In investigating participation in nature protection, it is important to acknowledge that different experiences are found across the European Union. In some Member States, practitioners, i.e. management authorities, are successfully drafting management plans using the participatory principle (e.g. United Kingdom, Italy) to seek a balance between nature protection and rural well-being (Pascolini 2005) . However, there are also cases where public participation has only been introduced recently and practitioners do not have much experience. A study commissioned by the European Commission reports that, in some new Member States, participation is poorly implemented and access to environmental information is not as it should be (CEC 2004) . Those who have looked at the Central and Participation in nature protection Rodela and Udovd Eastern European countries suggest that the rigidity of top-down structures, departmentalisation of responsibilities and differences in the type and variety of civil society contribute to this (Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier 2004; Slangen et al. 2004; Tickle and Clarke 2000; Tickle and Welsh 1998) . Others are more sceptical, and comment that, even if platforms for participation in public affairs are made available, citizens are not involved to the same extent as those from West Europe (Slangen et al. 2004; Theesfeld 2004) . This paper takes into account such contestation, and further investigates the Slovene experience with participatory practice in measures for nature protection.
NATURE PROTECTION IN SLOVENIA -AN OVERVIEW OF THE INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT
The institutional context is an important aspect contributing to the opportunity and modality for public participation. Thus, the Slovene institutional context is briefly outlined here and participation located within it. At the end of the 1980s, Slovenia already had a system for the protection of the environment, consisting of several legal acts, one specialised bureau and local decrees (Berginc et al. 2007; Ogorelec 2002 ). An important legal act of this period was the Slovene Law for Nature Protection (Official Gazette 21/1970), which, according to Berginc et al. (2007) , was never entirely implemented since it was too restrictive, and for that reason was replaced with the Law on Natural and Cultural Heritage (Official Gazette 1/1981). The new law on nature protection was less restrictive and for this reason it allowed for the establishment of several smaller protected areas. However, nature protection still struggled with a weak and divided scientific community, limited political interest, and a tendency to delegate responsibilities to local administrations (Berginc et al. 2007 ). The position of local administrations during this period, as an extended arm of the central government, had dual effects (Tickle and Clarke 2000) . On one hand, it led both to poor implementation of the national legal framework due to preferences for ad hoc solutions to local problems and to poor feedback between local and central authorities. On the other hand, this gave sufficient space for local opposition to form; for example, in the 1970s, several infrastructural projects (e.g. a dam on the Soba Valley, a hydroelectric plant on Bohinj Lake) met with strong local opposition and were blocked (Berginc et al. 2007; Golobid et al. 2002) .
After independence in 1991, changes in the institutional context of Slovene nature protection followed gradually. Financial resources were allocated for the establishment of additional agencies and, by the end of the 1990s, a revised legal framework, consisting of the Nature Conservation Law (Official Gazette. 56/99) and the Environmental Protection Law (Official Gazette 41/04). The revised legal framework also gave better opportunities for implementing obligations arising from the signing of international conventions and European directives (Berginc et al. 2007 ). The 7th Survey on the Implementation and Enforcement of Community Environmental Law (CEC 2006) reports that Slovene authorities have successfully transposed environmental directives into the national law, including the legislative package that implements the Aarhus Convention (CEC 2004) . Table 1 summarises the types of Slovene protected areas that cumulatively cover 12.56% of the national area. The management authorities of these protected areas have key duties in monitoring and planning, which ought to be defined in a comprehensive management plan shortly after designation. However, due to resource and other constraints, not all management authorities have fulfilled this responsibility.
In terms of participation, Article 13 of the Environmental Protection Law gives the right to provision of information and participation in decision making, while the Nature Conservation Law stipulates that local communities should be informed and can comment on a management plan. But there seem to be some uncertainties in this regard, as in Boh's (2005) discussion about the implementation of the Habitat Directive (92/42/CEE), and related designations of Sites of Community Importance (SCI). He suggests that while, on the one hand, the authorities had transposed the legal requirements, developed a sound administrative structure and adopted procedural practices, on the other hand, participation and transparency were lacking. During the identification of the SCI and Special Areas of Conservation (SAC), the authorities did not consult those with an interest in the natural areas; they worked only with the experts (Boh 2005) . This circumstance is not unique to Slovenia; it occurred also in other Member States (Krott 2000; Weber and Christophersen 2002) .
With regard to the concept of public participation, documents, policy reports and articles show a divergence of positions. Some, such as Berginc et al. (2007) and Ogorelec (2002) , would suggest that participation is a setting where policy decisions are presented to, and discussed with, stakeholder groups or the citizenry. Others would suggest that it is a setting where stakeholder groups, or the citizenry, are involved from the very beginning and have an influence on the policy outcomes (Kurir 2006; Škrl-Marega 2007; Verbajs 2006) . The first group belongs to the policy-making sphere, while the second group is closer to civil society. In other words, there seems to be a disjunction on the question of power distribution and access to the decision-making process.
While several legal acts and other policy documents mention the need for public involvement, the very concept and scope of participation is still not clearly defined and a few examples of good practice have only become accessible in recent years. For instance, during the establishment of the Goribko Landscape Park, a comprehensive participatory package consisting of focus groups, workshops, consultations and public forums was implemented (Detnik 2004) . To date, the topic has not yet attracted a more concrete and independent research endeavour.
Voluntary groups and nature protection
Associations, societies and activists are non-state actors that contribute to societal transformations. They influence the discourses that have developed about specific environmental issues (Rawcliffe 1998) and often contribute to measures for nature protection. In Slovenia, measures for nature protection have been connected to activists and societies for some decades. As reported in great detail by Piskernik (1965) , voluntary groups and activists took action for protection of the natural environment in the Slovene Alps and became engaged in awareness-raising activities. This initiative, which dates as early as 1908, came from a group of people 'ahead of their time' -biologists, teachers and alpinists (Skoberne 1996; Šolar 2006) . Their first organised endeavours converged in the Museum Society that, in the 1920s, drafted a proposal for an Alpine Conservation Park. In 1924, the society was granted a 20-year lease of 1600 ha for nature protection by the Provincial authorities (Piskernik 1965; Skoberne 1996) and in 1934, jointly with the Naturalistic Society, submitted a proposal for the protection of the Pohorje Lakes (Piskernik 1965) . The Alpine Conservation Park saw two further extensions; in 1961, and in 1981 to what is now known as the Triglav National Park. However, throughout this period, nature protection was not a policy concern; its institutional framework was in the making, and research was only undertaken by a few institutes.
The experience described above suggests that voluntary groups made an important contribution and have influenced nature protection in Slovenia, but this is not to say that the country had a vibrant civil society in the socialist period. The socialist regime watched over the voluntary groups and activists, repressing voices in opposition (Verbajs 2006) . Yet those without a political agenda, or engaged in the provision of social services where the state could not fill the gap, were allowed to continue with their activities.
With the changes of the political system during the 1990s, activism for nature protection developed its sphere of activity. Many environmental societies cultivated a sound understanding of natural resources and environmental issues, became part of important international networks, and developed trustful relationships with local communities, which influenced a later delegation of competencies in resource management to some of the most engaged associations (Berginc et al. 2007 ). Associations are also involved in other initiatives, such as infrastructure maintenance, organisation of local events and festivals and social service provision (Barbib 1998; Dragot and Leskotek 2003) . However, while voluntary groups are active on the ground, some have argued that Slovene civil society has a weak presence in policy making (Kurir 2006; Verbajs 2006) . Škrl-Marega (2007) pointed out that this is particularly evident for areas with 'high stakes', such as the energy sector, and a scrupulous observer might rightly want to further consider the involvement of civil society in environmental policy making. Such an analysis goes beyond the scope of this paper and is left to future research.
Civil society and participation are both important in a democratic society that pursues objectives of fairness and environmental justice. Rawcliffe (1998) reports on cases where environmental awareness developed within voluntary groups. The events that occurred in relation to the identification of Natura 2000 sites are also significant, as they indicate how non-state actors contribute today to shaping nature protection objectives (Weber and Christophersen 2002) . Thus, it may be proposed that a vibrant civil society is not only an indicator of a healthy and effectively working democracy (Baber 2005; Howard 2003; Mason 1999) , but is also a resource that can support national programmes for nature protection with knowledge, skills, value positions and voluntary engagement. The following section investigates some of these assumptions in a case study that looks at the experience of the Triglav National Park.
TRIGLAV PARK CASE STUDY
This section presents and discusses a case study of the Triglav National Park (TNP), with the aim to investigate participation in nature protection. This study draws on earlier research (Rodela 2008) , on secondary data, and on a questionnaire administered to 200 local inhabitants. The TNP is the first and only national park in Slovenia. Currently it covers 83,807 ha, of which 55,332 ha are located in the inner area with high levels of protection, and 28,475 ha are in the outer zone with lower levels of protection. The outer zone includes 2,200 inhabitants in 25 villages.
Already at the time of its establishment, different interests converged in the area; they became more evident in 1981 when the protection regime was extended to some inhabited areas. Despite the political climate in 1981, this extension saw a degree of involvement by means of a communication campaign and meetings with local representatives, which led to positive results: local people agreed on the inclusion of 25 villages within the TNP boundary. However, these measures, which emphasised incoming benefits and led to high expectations in terms of well being, did not materialise to the extent and within the time that locals expected, creating a degree of discontent (Rodela 2007) .
The conflicting interests became explicit by the end of the 1990s, and in 2003 a parliamentary group demanded a revision of the TNP founding act. This revision process did not involve consultation and saw only a limited input from the scientific community. Its main objective was to provide easier access to resource use and local development opportunities (Vubko 2003) . Environmental associations and other stakeholders did not share this position and demanded to be part of the process. They quickly formed an organised grouping. A coalition of 21 Slovene environmental associations/NGOs, along with the local communities, was granted access to the process and has since contributed with comments and suggestions to several drafts of the founding act. These drafts, meeting minutes and other documents, were made available to the general public via the Internet (www.tnp. mop.gov.si), which benefited the process with further transparency. At current, a version of the founding act has been compiled and, within the next 2 years, it will be submitted again to the National Assembly for approval.
The call to enlarge the process, and its positive acceptance, may suggest that the Slovene institutional context for nature protection is advancing towards more participative forms in which the authorities are learning how to become engaged with the different groups, and the groups are learning to use new instruments. The 'coalition' approach was used again in 2004 to counteract a development project for windmills for electricity generation on the Volovja reber natural site, a Natura 2000 site.
Participatory planning in the Triglav National Park
Planning in nature protection acquired new relevance in Slovenia with the Habitat Directive and the requirement of management plans for Natura 2000 sites. The Directive does not mention participation, but as measures take the form of an assessment under Directive 85/337/EEC, management plans should include public involvement. In several protected areas, this directive was taken as an opportunity to undertake participatory planning for the whole park area. For instance the TNP, with the neighbouring Prealpi Giulie Nature Park in Italy, was involved in a bilateral project to set up crossborder management plans for Natura 2000 sites in the southern Julian Alps (Pascolini 2005) . In both parks, this has seen local involvement through workshops. Therefore, in the TNP, participation may be linked to two distinct, but related circumstances: 1) the reframing of the founding act in which representatives of local interests, associations/NGOs have participated and contributed comments; and 2) the drafting of the Natura 2000 management plans.
Earlier research conducted by the authors looked at the effects of participation in nature protection (Rodela 2008) . Some of these insights are used here and further investigated with a questionnaire survey administered in 2007 to 200 inhabitants of the TNP. Random sampling was used in order to have a pre-defined quota for each of the three areas of interest. Thus, the questionnaire was administrated to 80 informants from Bled and Kranjska gora, to 40 informants from Bohinj and to 80 informants from Zgornje Posobje, by a team of four in a 10-day period.
The questionnaire consisted of closed questions, with Likert scale-type answers ranging from 1 (do not agree at all) to 7 (agree very much), as well as open-ended questions. The questionnaire aimed to understand the position of local inhabitants on the following: How does public participation benefit the local community? and Which organisations are most engaged in ameliorating rural well-being? The sample included 109 (54.5%) women and 91 (45.5%) men. Of these, 65% had completed a basic degree programme and 28.5% a programme of higher education. A total Participation in nature protection Rodela of 65 (32.5%) were self-employed, 55 (27.5%) employed at a larger enterprise, 38 (19%) were farmers, 35 (17.5%) were employed at a public institution, and seven (3.5%) were students. The informants reported that they would like to know more about the work and activities of the park administration: 50.5% of the informants had never had any contact with it. Informants expressed their interest in obtaining more information about park management, recreation opportunities and legal requirements for farming and infrastructural development. It seems that such information is not always available or is difficult to access. Many of the settlements are distant rural communities, which obtain information on local matters mainly via the radio, local bulletins and word of mouth. Only some households have access to the Internet, not because of connection issues but rather because of the age structure; many of these settlements have an ageing population.
In terms of contact with the park management authority, the results indicate an increase after 1997. This can be linked to local events such as the 1998 earthquake and to changes within the park administration and planning practice, which followed the transition period.
In order to better understand the relationship between the local inhabitants and organisations for nature protection, informants were asked to what extent they were 'satisfied with the work and operation of the park management authority?' Table 2 summarises the answers, and a difference in the level of satisfaction is observable across the three areas. Those least satisfied with the work of the park administration are a sub-group of informants from the Bohinj area (Mean = 3.8; SD = 1.82, n = 40). This could be linked to tensions that developed after the last park extension in 1981, when expected benefits from it did not occur (Rodela 2007) . In addition, the Bohinj community has the largest number of settlements located within the park borders; it is likely that both circumstances have influenced the way this community perceives institutions for nature protection.
An earlier study indicated that local people do not see their concerns as being adequately accounted for, either locally or nationally (Rodela 2007) . The Slovene nature protection framework does not include questions of rural development, given that these are covered elsewhere (i.e. rural regeneration programmes) and are under the responsibility of different authorities (i.e. Ministry of Agriculture, Ministry of Social Affairs), but it does give a possibility to ask for compensation when, due to the protection regime, local people have to change farming or other practices. Only 10% of our informants benefited from this opportunity, and reported barriers in obtaining compensation: complex procedures, slow and inaccessible bureaucracy and limited amounts available were most frequently mentioned. It is assumed that a better people-park collaboration could help those who are entitled to compensation, but do not have the necessary competences or resources to go through the procedures.
Consultations, public debates and forums were organised for the purpose of reframing the founding act and were attended by local inhabitants who discussed issues with their representatives. Then, the representatives brought these issues to the workshops where other stakeholders such as national NGOs, governmental agencies and the park management authority sat together.
Our interest was to look at the perception informants have of the benefits that participation has brought to them. Schusler et al. (2003) and Webler et al. (1995) proposed that participation in decision making triggers learning, and helps to strengthen collaborative relationships and trust. Similarly, our informants mentioned learning about the protection regime and the functioning of the park management authority. However, they classified the opportunity to voice their concerns and issues, and for these to be brought into the decision-making process, as the most important benefit. When asked, 92% agreed that the park management authority should take into account local concerns, and 85% that it should support the local community through rural development projects. In response to the question of 'What are your expectations towards the park administration?' informants replied: more consideration for their well-being; information about the activities in the park; and collaboration between the local community and the park administration.
We also aimed to understand local people's experiences with engagement initiatives in improving rural well-being and asked for their opinion about the following (using the same Likert scale): a) engagement of institutions and local organisations in improving rural well-being, and b) success of institutions and local organisations in delivering Participation in nature protection Rodela and Udovd results in terms of rural well-being. The results (Table 3) indicate that informants perceive local tourist associations as the most engaged. Informants reported that tourist associations are involved in maintaining and promoting local heritage and organise local events such as festivals and fairs, which, in their opinion, besides keeping the villages vibrant, also attracts tourists and thereby benefits the local economy. These results should be understood in the light of local inhabitants' expectations in terms of rural development given that they perceive the tourist sector as the most suitable option for a local economy within a protected area (Table 4) . Therefore, returning to the research objectives as introduced above, the case study suggests that the TNP local community benefited from participation in terms of voicing their concerns and in bringing those concerns into the decision-making processes where these had been addressed. The local community benefited from an improved relationship with the management authority, which is now more attentive in terms of awareness raising and is engaged in small-scale projects (e.g. farmers' market).
The case study indicates that informants prefer soft options for local development and perceive that local voluntary groups are most engaged and effective for this purpose. It also indicates that some of the existing schemes (e.g. compensation for the protection regime) are under-exploited and that an integrated approach could further benefit the local community.
CONCLUSIONS
The case study suggests that public participation in environmental decision making and planning for nature protection is important. The literature has already shown that participation in workshops can influence opinions and how people relate to things/issues (Blatner et al. 2001; Schusler et al. 2003) . When participants are engaged with other people and share their positions, this may influence the way they see the protected area. Participants might acquire new awareness about the protection regime and its implications for the community and for themselves. The experience with participation in the TNP supports these assumptions and indicates that closer contact between the management authority and the local communities helped to clarify issues around the protected area. These results can also be of interest to other cases of the top-down establishment of protected areas, as found in some Central and Eastern European countries, as it indicates that, for communities with development and well-being concerns, participation gives opportunities to be involved in planning and can help to resolve questions from the past.
Some further concluding reflections on participation, well-being and nature protection in the context of top-down establishment from a past epoch are provided here in order to avoid wrongly placed assumptions that participation is a cure for all difficult situations. First, where there are issues with nature protection with roots in the past, an understanding of these issues, as well as the causes that triggered them, is important. This understanding may serve to mitigate tensions through holding a workshop in an appropriate form. Second, across the countries of Central and Eastern Europe there are many different experiences with nature protection, which are likely to be characterised by local conditions and traditions with engagement in public matters. Therefore, advocates of 'one model fits all' should be cautious and should identify contextual elements and reflect on how to best account for them, in order to accomplish objectives for both nature protection and rural-well being. Third, public participation requires time and financial resources. One or two participatory workshops are not enough to solve complex planning questions and, as highlighted by some, a sustained post-ante engagement is recommended (Schusler et al. 2003) . Collaborative relationships between the protected area management authority and the local population may contribute to this end and are an influencing aspect that should not be neglected.
